Classic American Radio - Z : A Listener's Guide

Written by Joe Stickney

Introduction

	In the good old days of print, encyclopedias and the like had to have volumes of roughly the same size, hence Eld-Giw and Jig-Lip were counted popular titles among the very wise. With the rise of electronic texts, the intrepid writer can do most anything he likes, including dedicating an entire volume to the least imposing letters in the alphabet. Having previously massacred the letter 'A' and feeling too lazy to tackle the hundred plus shows that start with the letter 'B', this writer welcomes you to Classic American Radio - Z.
	Concentrating on the shows themselves, the Zs might be the simplest and least interesting set of old time radio shows to write about. With three series and under three hours of surviving audio you can listen to the lot in a leisurely afternoon. You might even wish for your three hours back as none of them are truly outstanding or even good. The stories behind these shows are another matter. The two westerns feature one of the greatest legends of Spanish California and a star of the silver and the small screen as well as a creation by the world's finest western author. The variety show is the audio production of one of the raciest reviews on Broadway. How many other letters large or small can match that lineup?

Zane Grey

Announcer: The constant clanking of wagons, mules, oxen urged by men seeking rainbow's end where beckoning fingers of sunset paint purple the grey slopes of unconquered Rockies.

	What Shakespeare is to the English play, P.G. Wodehouse is to English comedy and H.P. Lovecraft is to Horror, Zane Grey is to the Western novel. His prolific and popular writing made him a millionaire when that club was somewhat more exclusive, especially for literati. Never a man to turn down a dollar, he expanded his empire into movies, newspaper strips, comic books, big little books for children and radio. King of the Royal Mounted was the mainstay of many of these auxiliary ventures including an obscure radio run with three surviving episodes. King bore Zane Grey's name but was really the work of  licenser Stephen Slesinger along with Zane's son Romer and likely a couple penny a word anonymous hack writers. 
	If you get the idea that most of the Zane Grey franchises were pale imitations of his novels and writing style, you are on the right track. This is certainly true of the 1947-48 Zane Grey Show for Mutual. Filled with garish prose and plenty of action, the most noticeable feature of the program to a Billboard reviewer on October 4, 1947 was the volume of the sound effects. He complained that the sound effects were so 'potent' that they turned the show into chaos for minutes at a time. The magazine also estimated the cast cost at $2,750 for the half hour versus $20,000 for the shows of Bob Hope and Eddie Cantor.
	Presumably a fair chunk of this limited budget lined the pockets of radio veteran Vic Perrin who was given the only leading role of his life in this program. Somehow his Tex Thorne sounds like a character actor rather than the leading man. He is competent but rather bland as he heads the cast of western drawlers through a fairly by the numbers feud in a show from September 30, 1947. This is the only program from the five month run that still exists and to be fair it does have a few interesting features. A father is shot dead after he assaults his daughter and mental illness is also a topic. The program ends with pleasant scene in the town of Purple Sage as the announcer reminds us that not everyone in the town slings a gun for a living.
	The program isn't worth hunting down except for fans of mediocre Zane Grey adaptations, Vic Perrin or OTR western completists. The rest of you take two Lone Rangers and move on to the next entry.


Ziegfeld Follies On The Air

Daddy: Did you Pray?
Baby Snooks: Yes Daddy and the Lord said "I forgive you Miss Snooks. The first time I looked at that yellow dog, I thought he was a Lion too!"

	This is one of the few entries that requires a warning about indulging in your own research on the subject. Florenz Ziegfeld was in some ways the Hugh Hefner of his time. He knew what the public wanted and he gave it to them. In this case it was barely clad chorus girls in elaborate musicals along with big name singers and comics. A Google search tends to bring up the Ziegfeld Girls, especially in the image section so no research at work or school.
	To be fair, Florenz Ziegfeld was about much more than just 'glorifying the American girl', he was also King of the Broadway Revue and helped define the Broadway musical. His shows helped launch the careers of folks like Will Rogers, Eddie Cantor and W.C. Fields and his revues featured music from Irving Berlin, George Gershwin and Jerome Kern. Showboat was his biggest hit and helped rescue him from bankruptcy after the Great Crash of 1929. It was also the first musical that integrated story and song, as such it was the first modern musical.
	Since the radio audience couldn't catch a glimpse of the lovely ladies, it was the comedy and singing that had to carry the revue style radio program. Apparently this wasn't enough as the program through tried twice last only a few months each time. The 1932 program on CBS sold Plymouths and featured a look back at the various Ziegfeld productions bringing in some of his stars for their featured number from that production. A half hour variety show featuring showpieces from the teens and twenties is bound to sound a bit dated and it certainly does. Even an appearance by Ziegfeld himself fails to inspire an audience born long after his death.
	The 1936 version went for a bit more oomph. The program lasted a full hour and took the listener backstage in between acts in the show within a show format. Like the previous version it is definitely of its time, but to listeners of the time it was more contemporary featuring then modern songs. The biggest breakout star of the program was a little girl. Fanny Brice brought Baby Snooks to the air for the first time on the debut broadcast which is still extant. She must have little realized how the tyke would take over her life eventually pushing Fanny into the background. That, however, is a story for another day.
	Unless you are really into the Americana of the teens through the thirties or a fan of Ziegfeld, Brice or Baby Snooks the three available Ziegfeld Follies On The Air will not overly thrill you. They feature now unknown singers and unknown songs along with hokey comedy. You are likely better off hunting down one of the three Ziegfeld movies of the thirties and forties, after his art was largely visual. Even if the radio shows did have the star power of the movies, somehow Fred Astaire / Gene Kelly pairings work better on the screen and I say that as an old time radio fanatic.

Zorro

Spanish Accented Voice : On guard Senor. (Sound of swordplay)
SAV: Fight weakling. Fight coward, fight. (More swordplay and the sound of pain.)
SAV: That for robbing a poor man of his bread.
Deeper SAV (in awe): Look Senor, the mark of Zorro. (Music swells)

	From the 1920s to today, the letter 'Z' is brought to you by the blade of Zorro regardless of any rumors to the contrary on Sesame Street. The letter 'Z' took its time coming to radio. It was not until 1957, the same year that Disney brought Zorro to television, that the Adventures of Zorro radiated from radio sets across America. Produced by Zorro copy write holder Mitchell Gertz, the programs run only twelve minutes and where presumably syndicated. No one knows how many were produced, but since we have episodes one and nine, it is likely that at least a dozen were recorded.
	The two surviving shows sound quite good. They were presumably recorded in a Hollywood studio by actors picking up a couple of bucks on the side. They sound much more dynamic and interesting than the Zane Grey show and the stories adapted from Mask of Zorro seem more inspired. Since there are only two shows available and they are out of sequence its probably not going to be the highlight of your old time radio experience. Still given the quality, I definitely rate them the best of the letter 'Z' if only to prevent an irate Zorro from carving that letter into me, after all...

Zorro Lives

	For a character who first appeared in print in 1919 and was first played on screen by Douglas Fairbanks, Sr. in a 1920 silent, Zorro is awfully nimble. As he pushes close to his hundredth birthday, he is still appearing in movies and in audio production.
	The 1990s saw a live action and an animated TV series for the big Z. Disney finally put out the late fifties TV series on DVD. The big deal was the 1998 movie The Mask of Zorro which gave the world Catherine Zeta-Jones. There were also some guys in it.
	The 2000s gave us another Catherine Zeta-Jones Zorro movie, along with a another live action TV series, an animated series and a video game. There was also a musical which is still running in 2013, seriously. Most importantly for old time radio fans, Zorro has made an audio comeback. Colonial Radio Theatre on the Air released both Zorro and the Pirate Raiders (2009) and Zorro Rides Again. (2011). Finally Hollywood Theater of the Ear put out The Mark of Zorro also in 2011.
	The Mark of Zorro had the star power of Val Kilmer and was nominated for a Grammy. The two from Colonial Radio Theatre on the Air have excellent reviews across the internet. All three can be had for about thirty five dollars. This is 34.95 more than your intrepid reporter can afford, hence no reviews, but the Zorro community seems abuzz with excitement. Break out those credit cards Zorroits and support modern audio drama, or be like Jack Benny and just enjoy the abundance of free old time radio shows on archive.org and elsewhere around the internet.
